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authorship guidelines that are helpful across many disciplines and aids our understanding of the role of intellectual property in publications. JAMA (2006) published the following:
Each author should have participated sufficiently in the work to take public responsibility for appropriate portions of the content. One or more authors should take responsibility for the integrity of the work as a whole, from inception to published article. Authorship credit should be based only on (1) substantial contributions to conception and design, or acquisition of data, or analysis and interpretation of data; (2) drafting the article or revising it critically for important intellectual content; and (3) final approval of the version to be published. Conditions 1, 2, and 3 must all be met. (p. 105) This discussion of authorship credit from JAMA is quite helpful in thinking through our two hypothetical situations at the beginning of the editorial. The student and professor need to discuss who is making the most substantial contribution and who is writing the majority of the article. If both contributions are equal, there are several strategies that are fair to both parties. The first author might be chosen by alphabetical order or the first author might be the person who has the most need of a first-authored paper (such as a faculty member coming up for tenure or a nurse practitioner looking for a new position). Another issue might help the selection of first author. For decades in the bench sciences, the first author was the most junior contributor, and the final author was the senior contributor in whose laboratory the experiment occurred. A growing number of nurse scientists are using this technique, which provides recognition to both the junior and senior author. Perhaps the most logical outcome in our hypothetical situation is that the nurse practitioner student be listed as the first author because it was her initial idea, and the faculty member, as senior author, be listed second and final author.
In the hypothetical second situation, the best answer to the question, "When do you discuss authorship credit?" is "As soon as the collaboration begins." When you are invited as an expert to contribute your time and intellect, in the first consultation meeting you should also address authorship credit and order. This strategy is particularly important when there are power differentials among the research team. The difference in power between a senior, federally funded investigator, and a research assistant are profound. The same is true between a staff nurse and nurse practitioner or between an assistant professor and a full professor. Just because one author has a more powerful position than another, he or she should not automatically be the first author.
Several strategies help your discussion of authorship if you are relatively inexperienced with collaboration. First, be honest. If you are nervous about someone taking your ideas, tell your collaborator that you are uneasy. Confess that you would like a formal agreement to protect your ideas. Second, consider a written memorandum of agreement about authorship credit. The beginning of collaboration is the best time to decide team members' relative contributions and if this discussion is put in writing, misunderstandings are less likely. Third, do not give away your ideas without credit. Guidelines are very clear. If you have made "substantial contributions to conception and design, or acquisition of data, or analysis and interpretation of data," make sure you participate in writing the manuscript. You stand on firm ground to insist that you receive credit.
What Do I Do?
As a senior investigator with six large federal grants and many smaller ones, I am often asked how I manage these issues with my own research team. Most of my research team are colleagues with whom I've worked for more than 10 years; we have worked out many of the issues of authorship at the beginning of our relationship. Here is how we manage. First, at the end of the study, we generally publish one major article in a "high impact" journal, a journal that is widely respected with many citations in other journals. As PI, I am generally first author on this paper, and the final author is one of my long-term, senior consultants or collaborators who has helped me since my first funded grant. Generally that person is not a nurse but a senior scientist in another field or one of several physicians who were very generous with their work when I was a new investigator. We discuss this major article at our first team meeting. Following my name, and until we reach the senior mentor, we place people in order of their contributions and effort on the project.
Other articles take more discussion. At our team meetings, we discuss writing one to two articles a year-most grants are 5 years in length. We are very open with each other. Our statistician/methodologist enjoys working with validity data, and he will often take the lead on publishing methods papers on the validity of our measurement strategies. A physician colleague enjoys writing translational articles that show how our work relates to medical practice, and she takes the lead on those papers. Graduate students on the project have a discrete area of work for their dissertation, and write their own articles from those data directly involved with their subquestions but include the team in the authorship out of respect for their contributions, ideas, and support. On each of these additional articles, the person who takes primary responsibility for the manuscript is first author, and I am last and senior author. Every team member is listed after the first author in order of their participation on that particular paper. We talk often about authorship order, we never publish without including all team members, and if anyone feels excluded or not respected in the process, we discuss those feeling openly at team meetings. Our project manager keeps minutes of our meetings, and we record the numbers of articles and our plans for authorship credit regularly and in writing. These strategies have made us a highly cohesive team, and we rarely disagree on authorship credit. In fact, the team is very generous with each other and will often say, "Why don't you take the lead on that one. I don't need to be first author." Or "You can drop me from this paper and just go with four authors. I'll work on these other two." The best answer is regular and open communication that is documented in writing before the articles are written.
When Things Go Wrong
Most graduate students and faculty members know of at least one problematic situation with respect to authorship. Ray-Barruel (2010) wrote of her experience with a professor in her article, "Authorial Agreements: Get It in Writing Before You Do the Work!" In her view, she contributed significant intellectual work on three publications and, after leaving her research assistantship, was left off of the authorship of two papers when they were published. She suggests the following be included in a memorandum of agreement: (a) order of authors' names; (b) list of responsibilities for each author; (c) plan for number of articles that will be published; (d) focus of each paper. She also suggests that written records of meetings help to avert disputes.
What recourse do you have if you believe that the principles of intellectual property have been violated? The first step is to speak to the project leader to voice your concerns. If you do this verbally, follow up with a letter or formal email so that you have a record of your correspondence. If the situation is not resolved, your next steps are to make a formal complaint. Almost all organizational systems such as hospitals and universities have an office of intellectual property. Depending on the situation, you can either talk to your immediate superior or to the intellectual property office, and they will help guide you through processes of filing a complaint. One important issue warrants additional discussion. Filing a complaint is the right thing to do if your rights are violated. However, in such situations, no one involved has an easy time, so be prepared for difficult conversations and challenges to your claims. The more documentation you have in writing, the easier your discussions will be.
Summary
Writing for publication is a fulfilling activity that strengthens our discipline by building the knowledge we need for practice. Most writing teams work in a collaborative manner to determine authorship credit depending on the relative intellectual contributions of each author. Written memos of understanding at the beginning of a project help to clarify roles and ensure appropriate recognition for all contributors. By respecting the importance of intellectual property, nurse authors can ensure that an entire writing team can receive the benefits of publishing together in peer-reviewed journals.
